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EVERYTHING YOU ALWAYS WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT EXERCISE 
(BUT WERE AFRAID TO ASK)
By Carol Susan Woodruff 
UM News and Publications
Aerobics-class dropouts, take heart. Type A workaholics, listen 
up. All you couch potatoes, WAKE up. The chairman of University of 
Montana's health and physical education department has good news for 
you.
Yes, after years of being a competitive athlete, training and 
observing athletes and studying the literature on athletic 
performance, Professor Gary Nygaard has come to a startling 
conclusion: "Most people probably exercise harder than they need to
for optimal health benefits, which include stress reduction."
For years, many of us have been brainwashed to believe that, to 
do our bodies any good, we must get our pulses racing wildly for 20 
to 30 minutes three times a week. How many times have we heard some 
bubbly aerobics instructor trot out that dreaded formula for target 
pulse rate, 220 minus age times .8? Is it any wonder 50 percent of 
the people who start exercise programs drop out in six months? We 
can't even do the math, much less the exercises.
In recent years, the concept of exercise for health benefits has 
changed markedly, says Nygaard, whose courses include "Exercise, 
Relaxation and Stress Control" and "The Psychology of Sport." People
- more -
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have known for years that exercise benefits the body. But only 
recently have they learned that even light to moderate exercise can 
also profit the mind, reducing stress, alleviating depression and 
boosting self-esteem. In fact, Nygaard says such exercise provides 
90-95 percent of the health benefits of a harder workout.
Now, by light to moderate exercise, Nygaard isn’t talking about 
making three trips to the fridge every night to grab a beer. Get 
real. He's talking about regular, aerobic exercise -- yes, we're 
still stuck with those two bugaboos -- but his approach makes for a 
kinder, gentler exercise program than ones many of us have tried.
For one thing, instead of the traditional formula for target 
pulse rate, he endorses "Nygaard's Number": 220 minus age times .8
times another .8. His number, on the low end of the range 
recommended by the American College of Sports Medicine, is 64 percent 
of the so-called maximum heart rate (220 minus age) or 80 percent of 
the standard formula. He arrived at the number after hearing and 
reading about many excellent, yet easy athletic performances after 
which top-flight athletes reported expending only 80 percent of the 
effort they were capable of.
A number of Nygaard's colleagues agree that vigorous exercise 
isn't essential to good health. One of them is exercise physiologist 
Brian Sharkey, president of the American College of Sports Medicine 
and director of UM's Human Performance Laboratory. "Doing moderate 
exercise on a regular basis is what you're after," he says. "You 
don't have to do high-intensity exercise. By being more fit, you
more
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don't increase the health benefits."
"For most people, it's not necessary to get a high, intense 
level of workout," says Michael Sachs, an associate professor of 
physical education at Philadelphia's Temple University and co-editor 
of the book "Running as Therapy." "It's not necessarily that less is 
more, but you don't have to go to 85 percent. Sixty-four percent 
would give you much of what you're looking for."
Jacksonville, Fla., psychologist Gary Buffone, Sachs' co-editor 
of "Running as Therapy," routinely prescribes exercise for clients 
suffering from anxiety, depression and low self-esteem. "If all my 
patients were on the 60 percent schedule, I'd be happy as a clam," he 
says.
While Buffone doesn't advocate purely "feel-good exercise" such 
as bowling, he often recommends walking. In fact, walkers -- whether 
they're of the regular, power, speed or race variety -- form one of 
the fastest-growing segments of the exercising population, Nygaard 
says.
Although exercise is good for everyone, its positive effects 
are most dramatic in people who go from zero to some activity.
"Recent studies show that people who really benefit from 
exercise programs aren't necessarily people like me who go out and 
run reasonably hard four or five times a week or play racquetball," 
Nygaard says. "It's people who haven't been doing anything and wind 
up getting up and going for a walk or something extremely light."
According to Nygaard, all that "no pain, no gain" stuff is best
more
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left to highly competitive exercisers and professional athletes, to 
people using exercise to build up their egos, fame or bank accounts. 
He figures that in the long run, more than moderate exercise puts too 
much strain on the mind and body. The best plan is to find an 
enjoyable exercise and do it lightly to moderately.
Here's the gist of his copyrighted list of suggestions called 
"Components of Exercise for Stress Control." Exercise should be:
o Enjoyable. "Tell yourself you'll exercise to relax," Nygaard 
says. "The worst thing you can do for stress control is use exercise 
to work out problems at the office. You should create a respite from 
the rest of your day."
o Aerobic. But use Nygaard's Number, not the old formula, 
o Rhythmical. Cultivate a "Movement Mantra," he says. "There 
should be a thing -- an object, breathing, sound -- that you 
concentrate on." He sometimes counts his footfalls or listens to the 
crunch of snow beneath his shoes.
o Process rather than product-oriented. Focus on enjoying the 
movement itself, not on building muscles or winning prizes.
o Non-competitive. To relax, you must avoid both direct and 
indirect -- unstated -- competition. "Just because you're 
exercising, you're winning," Nygaard says, 
o Voluntary but regular.
o Appropriate to your personality. Do you prefer to exercise 
alone or in a group? How much control do you need?
o At least 30 minutes. The best kind of psychosomatic
more
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relaxation -- when the mind calms the body -- occurs when there’s a 
shift from irregular beta brain waves to smooth alpha ones, Nygaard 
says. "There's some indication that with mild aerobic exercise, it's 
possible to have a beta-alpha shift after 18 to 20 minutes," he says. 
"So, why not do 30 minutes three times a week rather than 20 minutes 
and enjoy that extra 10 minutes" of alpha state?
o Preceded by a warm-up and followed by a cool-down period. 
After exercising, you might want to put your knees up and meditate 
awhile, Nygaard says.
o Light to moderate. To check your level, note your breathing 
patterns and see whether you can talk while jogging. Nygaard also 
uses a chart that matches a range of pulse rates with descriptions of 
various levels of perceived exertion. For example, if you feel 
you're exercising fairly lightly, your pulse rate should be about 
110- 120.
o Done in pleasant surroundings.
o Always satisfying.
o Done without criticizing or over-analyzing yourself. "As Nike 
says, 'Just do it.'"
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